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According to two recent studies, the mining sector is growing at a faster rate in Latin America than
in any other region of the world. Both studies one produced by the UN's Economic Commission
on Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) and the other by the World Bank suggest that Latin
America's mining sector will attract more than one-third of global investments in mining by the
turn of the century. At the first-ever meeting of mining ministers from the Americas in mid-May,
ECLAC's special mining adviser, Fernando Sanchez Albavera, projected that investment in mining
projects in Latin America will range from a low of US$11.6 billion to a high of US$24 billion between
now and the year 2000.
Among the countries represented at the meeting held in Santiago, Chile were Argentina, Bolivia,
Brazil, Canada, Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Peru, and Venezuela. Sanchez,
who previously served as Peru's mining minister, said the estimate range is so wide because
governments and the private sector disagree on how much money will actually be flowing into the
global mining industry during the next several years. He said the more optimistic estimates come
from the Latin American governments themselves.
According to Sanchez, a total of US$2.69 billion was channelled into mining projects worldwide
in 1995. Of that, 29% went to Latin American countries. In fact, Latin America's share of new
investments in mining last year was about two percentage points higher than the region's share
in 1994. Sanchez noted that Latin America has gradually increased its share of the global mining
market since the 1960's, but the largest surge occurred in the 1970s and 1980s. The most dramatic
expansion has been in copper mining, which increased its share of total investments from 16%
in 1970 to 31% by the mid-1990s. Sanchez said private investment has also grown significantly in
extraction of nickel, gold, and tin.
Chile has especially benefitted from the jump in copper mining, since that country is the region's
largest copper producer. In a report in early May, the Chilean mining society Sociedad Nacional de
Mineria (SONAMI) estimated that 22% of the world's proven reserves of copper are located in Chile.
All told, Chile and neighboring Peru account for about one-third of world copper supplies. And,
according to the Sonami report, Chile also has 20% of the world's proven reserves of molybdenum
and 5% of the global gold reserves. Chile has attracted almost one-fifth of worldwide investment in
mining since 1970. In addition to domestic investors, Canadian, US, South African, and European
firms have important stakes in Chilean mining projects.
Meanwhile, a separate report by the World Bank reinforces ECLAC's positive outlook for the
regional mining industry. At a seminar in Singapore in late May, the World Bank's chief mining
engineer, Chris Wardell, said that Latin America has surpassed Asia as the favorite destination for
global investments in mining. According to Wardell, roughly 30% of worldwide mining investments
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last year were in Latin America, with four countries Chile, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru attracting the
largest share of capital. Wardell said such factors as easier access to reliable geological information,
relatively uncomplicated tax structures, easing of protectionist mining regulations, and the
reduction of bureaucratic red tape have all contributed to the growth of investment in the region's
mining industry. "Latin American countries have increased their expenditures on exploration by
400% during the 1990s," said Wardell.
In addition to the reasons cited by Wardell, two other factors are also inspiring the current mining
boom. First, the relative political stability achieved since the 1980s throughout the region is
encouraging investors to risk their capital in Latin America on a much larger scale than before.
At the same time, international banks are also much more willing to finance mining projects in
Latin America. Second, the region has vast untapped mineral reserves that have lain dormant for
many years because of political instability and the closed nature of some of the economies. "Huge
copper, nickel, gold, and silver deposits have been left sitting for the past 25 years because the
political climate was not conducive for mining development," said David Spencer, a mining-sector
consultant, in a recent interview with the Journal of Commerce. "From Peru to Chile and Brazil, the
mineral resources are vast."
In a report released in early 1995, ECLAC had already predicted that the large unexploited mineral
reserves in Latin America and the Caribbean would make the region one of the world's largest
suppliers of mineral resources within a few years (see NotiSur, 05/20/95). However, at this year's
meeting of mining ministers in Santiago, ECLAC's Fernando Sanchez said some factors could still
alter the mining industry's outlook in the near future.
One adverse factor is the generally sluggish global economy. Demand may still tend downward in
the advanced industrialized countries, which are the biggest users of mineral products. Already
reduced demand has contributed to a deterioration in global mineral prices, which translates into
lower profits for the mining industry and fewer incentives to initiate exploration projects. A second
factor, said Sanchez, is the new global impetus toward preserving the environment, which could
result in greater restrictions on exploitation of reserves. [Sources: Journal of Commerce, 07/12/95;
Copesa (Chile) 05/10/96; Agence France-Presse, 05/14/96, 05/15/96; Reuter, 05/20]
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